
STOP 



Early Journal Content on JSTOR, Free to Anyone in the World 

This article is one of nearly 500,000 scholarly works digitized and made freely available to everyone in 
the world by JSTOR. 

Known as the Early Journal Content, this set of works include research articles, news, letters, and other 
writings published in more than 200 of the oldest leading academic journals. The works date from the 
mid-seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries. 

We encourage people to read and share the Early Journal Content openly and to tell others that this 
resource exists. People may post this content online or redistribute in any way for non-commercial 
purposes. 

Read more about Early Journal Content at http://about.jstor.org/participate-jstor/individuals/early- 
journal-content . 



JSTOR is a digital library of academic journals, books, and primary source objects. JSTOR helps people 
discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content through a powerful research and teaching 
platform, and preserves this content for future generations. JSTOR is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit 
organization that also includes Ithaka S+R and Portico. For more information about JSTOR, please 
contact support@jstor.org. 



The Meaning and Etymology of the Vedic Word viddtha. 1 — By 
Maubice Bloomfield, Professor in the Johns Hopkins 
University, Baltimore, Md. 

The interpretation of words that are restricted in their occur- 
rence to the poetic parts of the Veda is often a delicate task, 
even where the word is a very common one, as is the case with 
the subject of the present paper. The hieratic mysticism of the 
diction, that swollen utterance — a less severe expression seems 
inadequate — tends to inflate many words with esoteric shades of 
meaning which becloud their original value ; in sober surround- 
ings the same word would presumably betray its meaning almost 
of itself. The scene of the Vedic Rishis' imaginings is both 
earth and heaven, the persons both men and gods; frequently an 
inextricable blend of the two pairs, divine men upon earth and 
very earthy gods in heaven, obfuscate the situation still further. 
In the first interpretation of the Veda the inflation and vagueness 
of the original were reinforced by the very natural tendency to 
dress out the Veda in evenly consistent poetic clothes, even 
where the original stooped to state the plainest matters in the 
commonest language. I may refer by way of illustration to my 
remark on jagrvansah in JAOS. xvi. p. 36, note, which means 
simply ' having waked up ' (in the morning) : the Pet. Lex. ren- 
ders it, ' munter, eifrig, unermtldlich '; Grassmann, ' die wachsam 
sind'; Ludwig, ' die wachen ' (in the sense of ' wide-awake, keen'). 
Such subtle shifts are common, and they betray the picture con- 
veyed by the Veda to the mental retina of the early translators, 
as a kind of mediaeval romantic poetry, in which naively pious 
sentiments and performances alternate with valorous deeds. This 
is what renders Grassmann's translation, the most complete and 

1 Since this was written Vedic interpretation has been enriched by 
Professor Oldenberg's scholarly ' Vedic Hymns,' SBE. xlvi. On pp. 36 ff. 
he analyses the word as vi-ddtha for vi-dhdtha from the root dha, 
assuming the meanings ' distribution, disposition, ordinance,' and then 
' sacrificial ordinance, sacrifice.' Aside from the problematic etymol- 
ogy, I have not been able to convince myself that he reaches the root 
of the matter, especially as regards the homelier aspects of the word 
which form the starting-point of the present discussion. 
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consistent expression of this conception of the Veda, in spite of 
many merits in detail, a medium full of refraction, in which the 
prismatic tints lend a fictitious beauty that overlays the original, 
which after all has a beauty of its own, though it is severer, and 
far from even. 

In the case of viddtha the older translations have presented as 
the most prominent rendering the word ' opferversammlung.' 
One fairly sees the people moving in solemn procession to the 
sanctified spot where chanting priests with robe and tiara are to 
invoke the favor of the gods. Unfortunately the Hindus had no 
'opferversammlungen'; there was in the main no public cult; the 
sacrifice is strictly a private affair, a sacrifice in the home of, 
and in behalf of an individual sacrificer. There is always one 
yajamana, or bestower of the sacrifice; the sacrifice redounds to 
his benefit, and that of his family. 1 There were, to be sure, 
priests, sometimes very many, at the sacrifice, but this does not 
constitute an assemblage in the ordinary sense of the word, at 
least not in the sense which naturally goes with the word ' opfer- 
versammlung.' This implies, unless defined to the contrary, a 
rather spontaneous, popular gathering. Now this irpfirov i^eSSos 
gave rise to another faulty view of the word : it contains the root 
2. vid, as we shall endeavor to show, in its ordinary sense of 
' get, acquire.' Instead of this, the radical idea underlying the 
word was generally felt to be 'come together, assemble' (as 
though it were sdm vid), and upon this a number of subsidiary 
meanings of the word were based. And, again, the false start 
from the notion of 'assemblage ' resulted in an approximation of 
the word to other words for assemblage, especially sabha with 
which viddtha was almost identified. We shall see that there 
are decided points of contact between the words viddtha and 
sabha, but the contact is that of extreme opposites in a way : 
viddtha refers to home matters ; sabha generally, though not 
always, to public matters. 2 

In the interpretation of a term that figures prominently in the 
mystic-hieratic sphere of the Veda it is peculiarly necessary to 

1 See Barth, Religions of India, p. 50. 

2 The word sabha itself does not by any means always refer to a 
public place, but occasionally means simply ' house,' or ' parlor.' Thus 
rayih sabh&van, RV. iv. 2. 5, means 'wealth consisting of houses,' and 
the yosa sabh&vati vidathya, RV. i. 167. 3, certainly does not refer to 
a woman in the assembly, but means ' a genteel woman of good house 
and with an establishment.' 
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search for its uses outside of that sphere, if there be such uses. 
In RV. x. 85. 26 the bride after the wedding-ceremony proper, 
as the newly married couple are about to travel to their new 
home, is addressed with the words : " May Pusan taking thee by 
the hand lead thee home, may the Acvins lead thee forth on their 
car ! Go to thy house in order that thou mayst be mistress of 
the house," and next, vatfini tvdm viddtham a vaddsi: "Full of 
authority shalt thou speak to the viddtha." ' Now viddtha here 
can have but one meaning, ' household,' or something very like 
it. It certainly cannot refer to anything in the nature of a public 
gathering similar to the sabhd. In AV. vii. 38. 4 a woman who 
is pronouncing a love-charm takes especial pains to define the 
position of her sex, and to disclaim any connection with public 
matters : "My speech, not thine (in this matter of love) hath 
weight ; in the assembly (sdbhdydm), forsooth, do thou make 
thy voice heard ! To me alone shalt thou belong, shalt not even 
discourse of other women." And the Maitrayanl-Samhita iv. 7. 
4 : 97. 15 defines the same relation of the sexes from the man's 
point of view with the utmost neatness, nirindriyd stri, pumdn 
indriyavdns, tasmdd pumdhsah sabhdm yanti na striyah : 
" Woman is weak, man is strong ; hence men go to the assembly, 
not women." These passages outline the state of the woman- 
question for early India with the most satisfying clearness : while 
in general there are no footprints of the slipper in the sand of 
time, 3 and both women and men are agreed that the legislative 
assembly is not the ideal sphere of woman, yet her own essential 
prerogative of being in charge of love and home is undisputed. 
The stanza in the RV". following that commented upon above, 
RV. x. 85. 27 = AV. xiv. 1. 21=Apast. Mantrabr. i. 9. 4, addresses 
a similar statement to both parties to the marriage contract : 
"Unite thyself with this husband, then shall ye, long-lived, 
order your household " {jivrl viddtham d vaddthah). Here the 
word 'long-lived' is significant: it is obviously a word redolent 
of family-life, not of public life. And what else but the house- 
hold might that thing be which man and wife shall address or 
order ? Similarly, AV. xii. 2. 30 d , folks returning from a funeral 

1 Cf with this perhaps also RV. i. 167. 6. 

2 An occasional Xantippe was not wanting, else there would be no 
occasion for the Ait. Br. iu. 34. 7=Gop. Br. ii. 3. 22 to say, aprativadini 
ha 'sya grhe$u patni bhavati yatrai 'vam vidvan, etc.: "His wife does 
not contradict him in his (own) house who knoweth thus." 
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pray that having succeeded in checking the advance of death 
upon themselves, they shall continue to live (long) and order 
their household (dtha jlvaso viddtham a vadema). This again 
leads over to the common expressions, suvirdso viddtham a 
vadema (RV. i. 117. 25, etc.), and br had vadema viddthe suvirah 
(RV. ii. 1. 16, etc.). Common as these two verse-lines are, they 
have been charged with over-much meaning, as when Grassmann 
renders the latter by, " lasst laut im Chore bei dem Fest uns 
singen." Ludwig's rendering, " laut mogen wir sprechen mit 
guten helden in der opferversammlung " is far more sober, but 
also misses the point, as does also Bergaigne, Quarante Hymnes, 
p. 6, " puissions-nous, en parlant a voix haute dans l'assemblee, 
obtenir de bons heros." And Oldenberg (SBE. xlvi. pp. 26 ff.) 
arrives at a similar rendering for these expressions, e. g. in his trans- 
lation of RV. ii. 1. 16 (p. 188), "may we speak loud in the assem- 
bly, rich in valiant men." The word suvirah again refers to 
family-relations, not to public life, meaning, ' having strong, or 
lusty, sons' : its rendition by 'rich in valiant men' is once more, 
in our judgment, a romantic or inflated one, suggesting vaguely a 
feudal picture of life (a lord with his vassals) foreign to the sit- 
uation. 

The two verse-lines mean, "let us have strong sons and control 
our household." Similarly this scene from ordinary life is 
reflected in the prayer for life after death, AV. xviii. 3. 70 : 
" Render up again, O tree (funeral pyre), him that hath been 
deposited upon thee, that he may dwell in the seat of Yama, 
viddtha vddan speaking (authoritatively) to his household." 1 

Thus far, it may not be doubted, the word appears in the 
language of ordinary life. But it is found to a very much 
greater extent in the sacerdotal sphere ; indeed, as all inter- 
preters from Taska on have agreed, it often has a meaning very 
close to yajnd, ' sacrifice,' itself. This is as it should be. Inas- 
much as the sacrifice is a private, home-affair, it is very natural 
that viddtha, the home, the premises, the establishment, should 

1 The reader needs hardly to be reminded in this connection of the 
disturbances to which the early Hindu household seems to have been 
chronically subjected owing to the quarrels and disagreements of its 
members. A distinct class of charms, the so-called sdmmanasyani, 
'charms to secure harmony,' deal largely with this theme; see SBE. 
xlii. pp. 134 ff. ; cf . also the story of Cyavana (see ibid. pp. 362), in which 
these conditions are depicted as a curse. 
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figure prominently in connection with the sacrifice. But the 
word has a distinct local color. Just as in the view of people 
of fashion a house is the scene of social amenities (cf. especially 
the German expressions ' ein haus machen,' ' ein grosses haus 
machen'), so the viddtha in which lived the generous patron of 
the sacrifice (suri) is the scene of the sacrifice. This is especially 
clear in such passages as exhibit the word yajnd by the side of 
viddtha, e. g. RV. vii. 84. 3, krtdm no yajndm viddthesu carum, 
krtdm brdhmdni surisu prapastd, "render ye (Indra and Varuna) 
our sacrifice pleasing in the establishments ; prepare ye songs 
appreciated by the patrons (of the sacrifice)." Or RV. x. 100. 6, 
yajfldp ca bhud viddthe carur dntamah • x. 110. 7, yajndm .... 
pracoddyanta viddthesu karu (ddivyd hdtara) ; iii. 26. 6, gdntdro 
yajndm viddthesu dhtrah (the Maruts) ; iii. 4. 5, (dvdrah) nrpe- 
paso viddthesu prd jdtd abhi 'mam yajndm vi caranta purvth ; 
viii. 11. 1. 2, tvdm (agne) yajnesv tdyah, tvdm asi prapdsyo 
viddthesu. In most of these cases the locative sing, or plur. of 
viddtha occurs with yajfid in a case other than the locative, ren- 
dering it clear that the sacrifice took place in the viddtha, and 
the assumed primary meaning, ' establishment,' with the under- 
standing that it is the establishment in which sacrifices were 
offered, in which the sacrifice was at home, as it were, suits the 
connection most naturally. 1 And thus the great mass of the 
occurrences of the word. We may pick out, e. g., the passages in 
which Agni is spoken of in connection with the viddtha, and the 
same sense ' establishment (in which sacrifices are performed) ' 
appears. Thus : RV. iii. 1. 1, agne vdhnirh cakartha viddthe 
ydjadhydi ; i. 60. 1, vdhnim .... vidathdsya ketum ; x. 92. 2, 
agnim viddthasya sddhanam ; x. 91. 8, viddthasya prasddhanam 
agnim ; iii. 3. 3, ketum yajndndm vidathdsya sddhanam ; i. 143. 
7, viddthesu didyat ; iv. 6. 2, agnir mandrd viddthesu prdcetah ; 
iii. 14. 1, a hdta mandrd viddthdny asthat ; x. 122. 8, grndnto 
agne viddthesu vedhdsah; x. 91. 9, tvdm . . . . vrnate . . . . 
hdtdram agne viddthesu; x. 11. 3, agnim hdtdram viddthdya 
jijanan ; iii. 8. 5,jdt6jayate .... viddthe vdrdhamdnah ; iii. 28. 
4, agne .... tdva bhdgadheyam nd prd minanti viddthesu 
dhtrah. 



1 Decidedly, it should be noted that the word viddtha does not occur 
in the nominative at all, but overwhelmingly in the locative sing, and 
plur., whereas yajnd, is very common in the nominative. The local 
color of viddtha can be realized superficially by comparing the two 
words in Grassmann's Concordance. 
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A little differently, yet clearly enough, Agni in RV. iii. 1. 18 
is said to have sat in the dwellings of the mortals, viddthdni 
sddhan; or, in iii. 27. 7, Agni, the immortal god, leads the van, 
viddthdni pracoddyan. Here it is difficult to determine whether 
viddthdni still means, primarily, ' (sacrificial) establishments,' or, 
secondarily, ' (sacrifices in the) establishments.' Just as the 
Royal House of Stuart, or the House of Stuart means in reality 
the kings in Stuart's House, so viddtha unquestionably advances 
from the meaning ' (sacrificial) establishment,' until it reaches 
the meaning ' sacrifice.' 1 This meaning may preferably be as- 
sumed for some of the passages relating to Agni, above ; it cer- 
tainly seems likely in the expression trtiye viddthe, RV. ii. 4. 8: 
ptirvasyd 'vaso ddhitdu trtiye viddthe mdnma pansi, "in remem- 
brance of thy former blessings this prayer has been recited to 
thee at the third sacrifice." Here trtiye viddthe seems pretty 
clearly =trtiye sdvane* 'the third, or evening pressure of the 
soma.' The same three pressures of the soma seem to explain 
the word in RV. v. 3. 6, vaydm ague vanuydma . . . viddthesv 
dhndm . . . mdrtdn, ' may we, O Agni, overcome the mortals at 
the (three) sacrifices of the day'; cf. the expressions prapitve 
dhndm, and abhipitv'e dhndm, RV. i. 126. 3 ; iv. 16. 12; 34. 5, 
which point out the particular pressures in the morning and the 
evening stated collectively in viddthesv dhndm ; cf. JAOS. xvi. 
p. 38. 

Indeed it is scarcely possible to mark off from one another the 
two meanings just developed. Take, e. g., the pada, sd no mrda 
viddthe grndnd, addressed to lightning, AV. 1. 13. 4 : it may 
mean "spare us, thou that art praised in our household"; or, 
" spare us thou that art praised at the sacrifice "; or, RV. vii. 57. 
2, asmdkam adyd viddthesu barhir d vltdye sadata, "sit down 
now (O Maruts), upon the barhis to refresh yourselves at our 
sacrifices," or, ' in our (sacrificial) premises.' 

It would be useless, as it is unimportant, to attempt to catch or 
trace in such connection the more primary shading of the word, 
as this seems to me to be guaranteed by the passages discussed 
in the opening of this paper. Nor would it be worth while to 



1 Cf . also English ' court ' in the two senses, regal and judicial ; Ger- 
man ' hof,' etc., etc. 

2 So Oldenberg, SBE. xlvi. p. 205, and previously my own marginal 
note. 
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present here in writing the entire mass of passages in the Veda 
containing this word, in most of which the preceding meanings 
will be found satisfactory, in some of which the obscurity is due 
to the subject matter in general. But a few words on the deriva- 
tive vidathyd will perhaps serve to further clarify the atmos- 
phere. 

By way of preliminary we again note that the word sabhd 
does not by any means always refer to a public place, but occa- 
sionally simply means ' house,' or ' parlor.' Thus ray'ih sabhdvan, 
RV. iv. 2. 5, can hardly mean anything else than ' wealth consist- 
ing of houses'; therefore, if not for other reason, vidathydm .'. . 
rayim, RV. vi. 8. 5, means ' wealth in the establishment,' i. e. 
' established wealth.' Nor does yosa sabhdvati vidathyd, (RV. 
1. 16"7. 3 (cf. also st. 6) refer to a woman in the assembly but 
means ' a woman of good house and with an establishment.' In 
this light we may regard anew a passage like AV. xx. 128. 1 = 
99- x ii- 20. 2, ydh sabheyo vidathydh s&tvd ydjvd ca purusah : 
what else may this soma-pressing, sacrificing man be but ' a man 
of good house and establishment'? In RV". 1.91. 20 Soma 
bestows upon a pious man, in addition to cows and horses, a son 
(vlrd) that is karmanyd, sddanyd, vidathyd, sabheya, and pitr- 
prdvana, i. e. the son is diligent or pious (karmanyd); devoted 
to home (sddanyd); obedient (pitrprdvana); it seems altogether 
likely that vidathyd and sabheya refer to home conditions rather 
than to public matters : the words seem here to have an ethical 
tinge, ' genteel,' ' of a good house,' or the like. There seem to be 
no passages, not even vidathydh samrdt (' a ruler rich in estab- 
lishments '), RV. iv. 27. 2, in which the word needs to be cor- 
related with any kind of public assemblage. 



